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I admit I was ﬂattered when Nils Nilsson wrote in Artiﬁcial Intelligence: A New Synthesis (1998) that he was not
including historical remarks “because the longer text by [Russell and Norvig 1995] had already done such a thorough job
in that regard.” But I was also more than a bit disappointed; I wanted to see what Nilsson had to say about the history
of AI. Sure, we’ve had good histories of the ﬁeld, such as those by McCorduck (1981), Haugeland (1985), Crevier (1994)
and Boden (1996). But it has been about 15 years since the last major history, and a lot has happened. And Nilsson has a
unique viewpoint: he has been a key early AI researcher, an inﬂuential lab leader, a AAAI president, author of three very
different AI textbooks, and a teacher and department chair at a leading AI department. Furthermore, he has the disposition
of a careful scholar and is not inclined to push just one viewpoint. From the beginning, his work has spanned the logical
and probabilistic approaches to AI—he could give a more balanced overview than someone who has worked in only one of
these camps. I wanted to hear his take on the history of AI.
It took over a decade, but the wait was worth it. Compared to previous histories, The Quest for Artiﬁcial Intelligence
(2010) is more personal yet more comprehensive, and presents a more nuanced appreciation of the place in history of each
event. For example, Nilsson chronicles the major programs of the 1950s and 1960s—Logic Theorist, GPS, SIR, and all the
rest—just as the other books do, but he also notes the real importance of this time period: not the speciﬁc programs, but
the technical base of knowledge representation, logic, and programming languages that were to be used in decades to come.
The book is aimed at an intelligent layman. There are very few equations and program fragments, but technical ideas
are described in some depth using straightforward prose and diagrams. I suspect that a non-programmer could (with effort)
make sense of any passage, but that those with experience in programming and AI will gain a richer appreciation. The book
is well illustrated with both diagrams and photos, roughly one per page. The portraits of key people are especially welcome;
many of them have not been published before. The quality of these photos is not up to the standards of glossy magazines,
but is suﬃcient for the purpose.
Make no mistake: this book is a history—a true quest. The chapters are arranged by decade, following the progress of
the ﬁeld. We see how the important landmarks of the ﬁeld came about and how they relate to the times when they were
created, not how they relate to the present day.
For most of the book, Nilsson makes himself an observer, not a central character. One part where he does play a clear
role is the discussion of what it was like to get funding for Shakey and related projects at SRI. There is a common view
that the 1970s was a golden era for AI research, and that top labs like SRI were given a free ride. Nilsson shows that one
constant throughout the decade is the vagary of funding.
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the ﬁnal section, “Summing Up,” he tells us that “No overarching theory of AI has yet emerged, nor is one likely to in my
opinion.” We’ll have to wait at least until the next history to ﬁnd the ﬁnal answers.
